Edifying Tales About Islam 


St. Anastasios of Sinai 


When the Saracens entered Constantia, immediately the tomb of Epiphanius gushed forth 
myrrh like a fountain, more than three hundred Megarian pots’ worth so that the floor of the 
sanctuary was filled with this myrrh. And the Saracens drew from it due to its sweet 
fragrance—not because they believed in its holiness but out of delight for the myrrh. Behold with 
me the stupidity of the infidels, that even when seeing signs and wonders, they did not believe 
(cf. John 4:48). For this miracle happened not only in Constantia but also took place in Neapolis 
near Nemesos. Indeed, when the Saracens entered the church, immediately the sarcophagus of 
Tychicus, the disciples of the apostles, gushed forth so much that the feet of those who entered 
the sanctuary were submerged up to the ankles. And although the Arabs saw, they did not 
understand (cf. Mark 4:12). They were not awestruck, and they did not believe. Instead, they 
considered the event a trifle, according to the saying, “the wisdom of God will not enter a foolish 
heart” (cf. WisSol 1:4—5), for “godliness is an abomination to sinners.” (Sir 1:25). For how tell 
me, was Pharaoh served by such signs as those that Moses worked before him (cf. Ex 8:12)? Yet 
it is necessary to learn from such things. For I hear many people say: if signs and wonders had 
taken place, the infidels would have been able to believe. But let those who say this hear what 
the Jews said about Christ concerning his miracles: “He casts out demons by Beelzebul, the ruler 
of the demons” (Luke 11:15). And the Greeks also used to say these things about the signs of the 
holy martyrs, which were done by God as the holy ones were enduring their torments, just as the 
Jews also in no way believed in Christ, even though they beheld such signs in his Passion, but 
instead remained in their ungodliness. 


And so that we may substantiate what has just been said, hear another story that reveals the 
stupidity of the infidel new Jews. Four15 miles from Damascus, there is a town called Karsatas, 
where there is a sanctuary of the holy and victorious martyr Theodore. The Saracens entered this 
sanctuary and dwelled there, making it utterly filthy and unclean with women, children and 
animals. Then, one day, when most of them were sitting and talking, one of them shot an arrow 
at the icon of Saint Theodore, and it hit the right shoulder of the image. And immediately blood 
came forth and flowed down to the bottom of the image, as all the Saracens beheld the miracle 
that took place: the arrow stuck in the shoulder of the icon and the blood flowing down. And 
even having witnessed such a wonderous miracle, they did not come to their senses: the one who 
shot the arrow did not repent, not one of them cried out at him, they did not leave the sanctuary, 
and they did not cease their filthy ways. Yet they did pay the ultimate penalty, for there were 
twenty-four of them dwelling in the sanctuary, and a few days later, all of them died a painful 
death. However, no one else in the town died then, except only those dwelling in Saint 
Theodore's sanctuary. But the icon that was struck with an arrow still remains and has the arrow's 
wound and the blood's mark. And there are many living people who beheld this and were there 
when this wonder took place, and inasmuch as I have beheld this icon and kissed it, I have 
written what I saw. 


Thirty years ago, I was dwelling in the Holy City, on the Mount of Olives, when the 
Capitolium [i.e., the Temple Mount] was being excavated by the multitude of the Egyptians. 
Then, one night, I was awakened three hours before the wood [i.e., the semantron] was struck at 
the Holy Anastasis of Christ our God. And behold, I heard digging in that place, like the sound 
of many people toiling and shouting and crying out and throwing lots of debris over the wall. I 
was thinking then that it was the Egyptian people who were toiling, and as it were I was 
distressed that they did not stop even at night. Then, as I was ruminating on such thoughts, the 
woodstriker of the Holy Anastasis cried out, “Lord, bless,” as he gave the signal with the wood. 
And as he was crying out, immediately the clamour that I heard fell silent and the voices ceased, 
and a great silence came upon that same place. Then I realized that this was the work of demons, 
who were rejoicing and collaborating in this excavation. For indeed, when I went down into the 
city in the morning and described this matter to some of those who were dwelling in Holy 
Gethsemane, I found that they had heard the same things at night, and they described them. I 
consider it necessary to mention these things on account of those who think and say that the 
Temple of God is being built now in Jerusalem. For how could the Temple of God be built in that 
place? A prohibition has been laid down for the Jews: “Behold, this house is left desolate” (cf. 
Matt 23:38). “It is left,” said Christ: that is to say, it will remain desolate forever. For this was 
“the final splendor of this house” (Hag 2:9) that was incinerated by Titus.1 After the final glory, 
there is no other final glory, for nothing is more final than the final. 


Now, I thought it would be useful to make clear to readers the reason why I have set out to 
write these things down. Many and beyond number are the wonders and miracles of God that 
have presently come about in our days among the Christians in various places. The things that 
have been manifest and come to pass in various places on land and at sea are worthy of recording 
and remembering completely. Of these, I have sketched more than thirty in notes for recollection. 
But now, on account of the uncertainty of our life, I am eager to compile only those that 
strengthen the faith of Christians and provide great encouragement to our brothers who have 
been taken captive and for all those who hear and read them with faith. Among these is the one 
now about to be told. 


When, according to God’s righteous judgment, the nation of the Saracens went forth from 
their own land, they also came here to the Holy Mountain of Sinai in order to take control of the 
place and to force those Saracens who were already there and were previously Christians to 
apostatize from faith in Christ. When those who had their dwelling place and tents near the 
fortress2 and the Holy Bush heard this, they went up to the Holy Summit as if to a fortified place 
in order to fight the approaching Saracens from above, which they did. Nevertheless, since they 
were unable to stand against the multitude of those who came, they surrendered to them and 
joined their faith. 


Among them was an ardent lover of Christ. When he saw the apostasy and destruction of the 
souls of his kindred taking place, he started off for a certain treacherous, precipitous place to 
throw himself off and escape, choosing a bodily death rather than to betray his faith in Christ and 
imperil his soul. Then, when his wife saw him turning to flee and about to throw himself down 
from that frightful and treacherous place, she rose up quickly. And forcefully taking hold of her 
husband’s garment, with streams of tears, she explained to him, saying in the Arabic language: 
“Where are you going, my good husband? Why are you abandoning me, the woman who has 
lived by your side since childhood? Why are you handing me over to destruction along with your 
orphan children, striving only to save yourself? Recall, with God as my witness in this moment, 
that I have never betrayed your marriage bed, so do not let me be defiled in body and soul. 
Recall that Iam a woman, lest I lose my faith and my children. But if you have really decided to 
depart, save me and your children first, and then, having saved us, save your own soul. Beware 
lest, on the day of judgment, God will exact judgment on you for my soul and those of your 
children because you strove only to save yourself. So, fear God and slay me and your children, 
and then go forth with honour. Do not let us, like orphaned sheep, fall into the hands of these 
wolves (cf. Matt 10:16), but imitate Abraham and offer us as a sacrifice to God in this holy place 
(cf. Gen 22:1—19). And do not take pity on us, so that God will take pity on you. Sacrifice these 
your children to the one who gave them to you so that through our blood, God may also save 
you. It is good for us to be offered to God by you and not to be led astray by the lawless ones 
into destruction or to be viciously abused at the hands of the barbarians. Do not be led astray: I 
will not release you. Either you will remain with us, or you will slay both me and your children, 
and then you will go forth.” 


By saying these things and other similar things, she persuaded her husband, and he drew his 
sword and slew both her and his children. And then, throwing himself down from the cliff on the 
southern side of the Holy Summit, he went forth and alone came away safe from the impending 
destruction since all of the other Saracens surrendered and apostatized from faith in Christ. But 
while they went astray, he, like the prophet Elijah who saved himself from impious hands by 
fleeing to Horeb (3 Kgdms 19:1—18), “wandered in the deserts and in the mountains and in the 
caves and in the holes in the ground” (Heb 11:38). By living among the beasts (cf. Mark 1:13), 
he escaped the wicked beasts. He became a wanderer who worshipped God in order not to 
become a wanderer who worshipped idols, for thereafter, he did not set foot in a house or a city 
or a village until he made his way to the Heavenly City. Instead, he was, for many years, like 
Elijah, Elisha, and John, a hermit as well as a citizen of God. 


Now, since what he dared to do to his wife and his children by his own sword is shocking, 
some may reasonably question whether God would actually accept such a sacrifice as his; the 
good God who loves humankind wants to give assurance to all, what did he do? Some days 
before, God revealed and foretold to his servant in the desert his departure from this life. And he 
went to the Holy Bush to pray and receive the holy mysteries. And when he became ill in what is 


called the guesthouse, some of the holy fathers came to his side. Most of them are still alive, 
being eyewitnesses to these things. When the servant of God came to the very hour of his going 
forth to God, he saw coming toward him the holy fathers who had been slaughtered here by the 
barbarians as martyrs of God. He greeted and embraced them as if he were seeing friends after a 
long time. And he received prayers from them and rejoiced and exulted with them as if in 
church. And some of them he greeted by name, and moving his lips, he kissed and embraced 
them. And as if he had been summoned to some feast and celebration by them all and was going 
forth with them; thus he went forth rejoicing merrily, having the holy fathers as fellow travellers, 
as he himself related and described to those who were at his side. 


For my part, I think that they were angelic powers appearing in the guise of the holy fathers 
who fought the good fight in this place and received the crown of victory (cf. 2 Tim 4:7—8). They 
were honouring and escorting him well, this one who imitated their ways in their places and who 
showed love and faith to God beyond the righteous ones of old. 


Some men, true servants of Christ our God who had the Holy Spirit in them, told us that a few 
years ago, a Christian man was present in the place where those who hold us in slavery have the 
stone and the object of their worship. He said: “When they had slaughtered their sacrifice, for 
they sacrificed there innumerable myriads of sheep and camels, we were sleeping in the place of 
sacrifice. Around midnight, one of us sat up and saw an ugly, misshapen old woman rising up 
from the earth. And immediately he nudged us and woke us up, and we all saw her take the 
heads and feet of the sheep that they had sacrificed and toss them into her lap, and then she 
descended into the netherworlds whence she had come. Then we said to one another: ‘Behold, 
their sacrifices do not rise up to God, but go downward. And that old woman is the fraud of their 
faith.’” Those who saw these things are still alive in the flesh unto this very day. 


Above we spoke about Sartabias, who suffered because a demon spoke to him, and the demon 
called the Arabs his allies.3 The story that we are about to tell confirms that story for our 
edification and benefit. 


At Klysma4, there was a certain man named Azarias, who was first among those who were 
called Doukatores5 and was a friend and well-known to me. He had a son named Moses, who is 
still alive and living at In.6 This Moses had been possessed since the age of childhood. 
Therefore, when his father, who was a good Christian, died five years ago, Moses found himself 
released, and he was led astray to renounce his faith in Christ. Then, after having been 
denounced by his fellow citizens, he became a Christian again. And after a little while, he again 
renounced our faith, and since he did this multiple times, he was denounced by his fellow 
citizens. 


Therefore, when I came to In a year ago, I found this apostate, and since I had been an old 
friend of both him and his father, I denounced and chastised him for having renounced his faith 
in Christ many times. Then Moses groaned and said to me: “But what can I do, noble Abba, for 
each time when I turn back and become a Christian, the demon viciously assaults me, and when I 
again become an apostate, he doesn’t attack me at all. But many times, the spirit has appeared to 
me and warned me, saying, “Do not venerate Christ, and I will not attack you! Do not confess 
him as God and the Son of God, and I will not come near you! Do not recetve Communion, and I 
will not vex you! Do not make the sign of the Cross, and I will be content with you.’” I am not 
the only one who heard these things from Moses, but this miserable man found the courage to 
reveal these things in secret to some others of our brothers who are trustworthy. 


Let the church of Christ hear and rejoice greatly! Let the children of Christians hear these 
things, and let them dance and preserve them indelibly! Let the children of Jews and infidels hear 
these things, and let them be ashamed! Let those who do not confess that Christ is God hear, and 
let them be put to shame! For since even demons acknowledge such things, they insult Christ 
even more than the demons. Demons fear the cross of Christ, but these demons in the flesh mock 
the cross. And the present story demonstrates that demons are frequently overcome by the sign of 
the cross, which is also confirmed by the one about to be told. 


The commemoration of the victorious martyr George the Black is still celebrated even now in 
Damascus. He was a slave of a Saracen in Damascus, and because he had been taken prisoner as 
a child, he renounced his faith when he was eight years old. Then, when he reached the age of 
adolescence and had grown in knowledge, he returned and became a steadfast Christian, 
disdaining all human fears. Then, one day, when one of his fellow slaves, a Christ-hating 
apostate, was headed off for a beating, he slandered him, telling his master that so-and-so had 
become a Christian. And so when he summoned him there, he questioned him and urged him to 
pray with him. And even though he insisted and threatened him many times, he was not able to 
persuade him to apostatize from faith in Christ. So then he ordered four of the Saracens who 
were gathered there to grab both of his hands and both of his feet and to hold him up with his 
belly toward the ground. And when this had been done, his master cut him in half with a sword 
by his own hands. But the inhabitants of Damascus took his remains and placed them with 
honour in a memorial tomb for him alone in front of the city, wherein no one lies except for the 
servant and martyr of Christ, George. 


Source: Stephen Shoemaker, “Anastasius of Sinai and the Beginnings of Islam,” Journal of 
Orthodox Christian Studies, 1.2: 137-154. 


NOTES 


1. Le., the destruction of the Temple in 70 AD during the Roman destruction of Jerusalem 
during the Jewish Revolt of 66-73 AD. 

2. Specified as the fortress “Pharan” in Nau’s version of the text. Regarding this fortress 
near the Sinai monastery, see Caner, History and Hagiography, 2, 6-7, 15, etc. 
Nevertheless, according to Caner, this passage should be understood as a reference to 
“the fortified Mount Sinai monastery and the church within it”: ibid., 197 n. 129. 

3. The demon tormenting Sartabias informed him that he would be temporarily leaving him 
to accompany the Arabs on their way to Constantinople because the demons were allied 
with the Arabs. 

4. Klysma was an important Roman port at the north end of the Red Sea, which is today in 
the same city of Suez at the southern end of the Suez Canal. 

5. Byzantine title for a certain class of military scouts with special knowledge of the local 
terrain: see John F. Haldon, Warfare, State, and Society in the Byzantine World, 
565—1204, Warfare and History (London: University College London Press, 1999), 155. 

6. The location of In is not at all clear, although one imagines that it, like Klysma, may have 
been in Egypt somewhere near the Sinai peninsula. 


